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Abstract 
This study investigates changing housing and lifestyle preferences that occur when young 
people migrate from compact, high-density to low-density, car-oriented environments, through 
in-depth interviews of East and Southeast Asian university students in Brisbane, Australia. The 
findings reveal that the majority of international students adapt to their new living environment, 
and even come to prefer a low-density lifestyle and associated positive features (such as higher 
affordability, privacy, open space, and peacefulness). While this is positive in terms of their 
personal adjustment and outcomes, it raises concerns in terms of urban sustainability. It may 
indicate that given the opportunity most people find a suburban, car-oriented lifestyle desirable, 
and planning systems need to reconcile majority preferences with sustainability concerns. 
However, the study also reveals that a portion of the international students continue to prefer a 
high-density urban form. People in this group dislike the long commutes, spread out services, 
high transport costs, automobile dependence, quietness, and social isolation associated with a 
suburban lifestyle, and continue to seek urban forms that are similar to their previous 
environments in Asia. This demand lends hope to the prospect of further densification and 
revitalization of Australian inner city districts.  
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What happens when young people migrate from high-density Asian contexts to low-density 
Australian cities? Do they come to accept or even embrace western-style suburbanization and 
car-dependence? Or, do youth migrants feel frustrated in built environment contexts very 
different to their own? Do they ‘resist’ western development patterns and lifestyles? If so, does 
Asian youth migration have the weight to transform Australian cities from sprawling to more 
compact?  
At present, these questions are more relevant than ever, for two reasons:  
First, higher education has turned into one of Australia’s major export industries. The country 
currently hosts nearly 250,000 international students, most of whom come from East and 
Southeast Asia (UNESCO 2015). This flow brings together a range of different cultures and 
ethnic backgrounds. Understanding these cultures and the associated housing and lifestyle 
preferences is crucial to the receiving urban environments. University students, including 
international ones, constitute the educated elite, which often leads lifestyle transformation 
movements that later spread to all echelons of society.  
Second, grave sustainability problems plague our era. Australia is a highly suburbanized nation 
and its cities are a major contributor to global warming. The greatest majority of the population 
(more than 80%) lives in single-family homes built on large lots in car-oriented, low-density 
neighbourhoods. While the current urban renaissance movement has encouraged some “urban 
pioneers” to leave the suburbs in favour of inner city living, these still constitute a small 
minority (Willing and Pojani 2017). However, if more of the educated Asian migrants, who 
are already accustomed to compact cities, public transport use, and high densities, choose inner 
city living, then perhaps this would encourage more multi-family development. More vibrant, 
Asian-style, inner cities might persuade more of the locals to follow suit thus leading into a 
virtuous cycle in terms of urban sustainability and liveability.  
Through 28 in-depth interviews, this study investigates the questions set forth at the outset. 
Brisbane, Australia’s third most populous city after Sydney and Melbourne, is an ideal location 
for this type of research because its universities have a large number of East and Southeast 
Asian students but there is little to no university housing. Most students live off-campus, 
typically in rental properties or hostels, or find accommodation through homestay programs 
(EIC 2015). This situation constitutes a “natural experiment” setting for studying choices of 
housing and neighbourhoods.  
The study setting in Brisbane is also interesting because findings here go against a weight of 
academic literature on immigration. A body of US-based research has suggested that 
immigration of Asian youth results in high levels of ethnic segregation, with inner cities 
populated by Asians (i.e., “studentified”) and suburbs populated by white families. In Australia, 
some evidence from Melbourne also indicates that an unintended socio-spatial segregation of 
international students has occurred (Fincher and Costello 2005; Fincher and Shaw 2009). 
However, Brisbane is likely to perform differently from large US cities and Melbourne due to 
a number of fundamental differences. In Australian cities crime rates are much lower than in 
US cities, partly owing to much stronger restrictions on firearm ownership and use among 
civilians (The Economist 2017). Within Australia, the Brisbane inner city is generally safer 
than the Melbourne inner city – although police data on crimes are hard to compare.1 While 
public transport provision is not entirely adequate in Brisbane, it is much higher than in 
American cities (although lower than in Melbourne). Among the middle classes, there is no 
social stigma about “taking the bus,” as in the US. Moreover, school funding is more equitable 
across the metropolitan region, which is consolidated. This contrasts to the decentralized and 
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fragmented metropolitan regions of Sydney and Melbourne, and the United States. While the 
suburban dream is still alive in Brisbane, for families a suburban location choice is driven by 
affordability and space concerns rather than issues related to safety or the quality of schools 
(Willing and Pojani 2017). In terms of youth lifestyles, many local students (35-40%) choose 
to attend university in their hometown, and continue to live at home with their parents for the 
duration of their studies and even afterwards.2 There is no social stigma associated with this 
choice; therefore, there is little “studentification” of city portions. By contrast, in the US, 
traditionally a “failure to launch” notion has existed but recent data show that, due to exorbitant 
higher education costs, more American students (54%) than Australian students chose to live 
at home to make university more affordable (Sallie Mae 2014).  
This article opens with a review of the literature on international student migration, the 
adjustment issues experienced by youth migrants, and the housing location preferences of 
migrants. The study is set at the nexus of these areas of inquiry. The second part of the article 
discusses the methodology, including study context, analytical conceptualization, and data 
collection. The last portions deal with the findings.  
In the findings, the authors introduce the notions of “acceptance” and “resistance” to Brisbane’s 
settings on part of youth migrants. These terms are employed simply as descriptors. They do 
not imply a value judgment that “accepting” the local living environment is “positive” while 
“rejecting” it is “negative.” In fact, the authors take the position that “resistance” might be more 
desirable in this context as it would lead to better planning outcomes in Australian inner cities.  
Literature review 
International student migration is a major contemporary phenomenon, with western countries 
remaining a preferred destination (King and Raghuram 2012; Findlay 2011). In 2010, 4.1 
million students were enrolled in higher education outside of their country of citizenship (UN 
Population Report 2012). In Australia, the in-flow of students from overseas has more than 
doubled between 1999 and 2012, from 110,000 to nearly 250,000 (UNESCO 2015). The vast 
literature on international student migration typically falls into two categories: (1) quantitative 
studies of migration patterns and (2) qualitative studies of the motivations for, and the 
experience of, international study mobility and migration, especially within the context of 
internationalization or globalization of higher education (see King and Raghuram 2012; De 
Wit et al. 2008; Gürüz 2008; King and Ruiz-Gelices 2004; Madge et al. 2009; Findlay et al. 
2012; Sidhu 2007; Coates, 2009; Collins 2010; Findlay 2011; Walters and Brooks 2010; 
Ziguras and Law 2006; Hawthorne 2010; Byram and Dervin 2008; Hazen and Alberts 2006; 
Ward 2008; Findlay and King 2010; Van Mol 2013).  
The adjustment stage of youth migrants, including international students, is typically referred 
to as “acculturation” or “adaptation.” Acculturation is generally understood as a two-way 
concept in which both the host and immigrant cultures change while adaptation is generally 
understood as a one-way change of the immigrant culture to match the host culture. These 
linked processes explain the cultural and psychological change that results following the 
meeting of migrants with the recipient country (Berry et al. 2006; Oppedal et al. 2004; 
Horenczyk et al. 2003; Ward 2008). The long-term psychological effects of acculturation and 
adaptation vary significantly depending on variables residing in the society of origin and 
settlement and phenomena that exists prior to, during, and throughout the course of migration. 
Typically, both acculturation and adaptation are easier if youth immigrants are able to retain a 
sense of their own cultural identity, while also establishing close relations with the broader 
national society to which they migrate (Berry et al. 2006). Failure to acculturate and adapt, and 
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a cognitive rejection of, or resistance to, the recipient country, may lead to low self-esteem and 
even identity crisis among youth (Oppedal et al. 2004; Horenczyk et al. 2003).  
Despite an extensive web of knowledge on youth migration and acculturation, no studies have 
examined the international student migration phenomenon in relation to housing patterns and 
attitudes. However, a large amount of literature is available on the housing choices of migrants 
in general. Studies have covered a wide range of scales, demographics, and locations. Here, 
only the most relevant sources are mentioned, which deal with the initial and subsequent 
location choices of migrants (Aslund 2005; Zorlu and Mulder 2008), the constraints of migrant 
housing in urban areas (Wu 2002), neighbourhood and housing patterns of migrants (Owusu 
1999; Agrawal 2010; Thomas 2013; Murdie and Teixeira 2003), and residential choices of 
immigrants in Australia specifically (Zang & Hassan, 1996).  
These studies reveal that migrants are often drawn to residential locations with a high number 
of residents from their birth country, as well as areas with a considerable number of members 
from other ethnic minorities (Aslund 2005; Owusu 1999; Zorlu and Mulder 2008; Zang and 
Hassan 2009; Berry et al. 2006). However, there is variation among ethno-cultural groups. For 
example, Indian or Jewish migrants tends to cluster, while Filipino or Japanese migrants are 
more spatially dispersed. Location choice is also affected by personal and household 
characteristics, such as human and financial capital, language adequacy, religion, and 
neighbourhood socio-economic characteristics, such as housing affordability, job 
opportunities, and quality of local schools (Aslund 2005; Thomas 2013; Argawal 2010; Zorlu 
and Mudler 2008; Argawal 2010; Zorlu and Mudler 2008; Wu 2002). Discussions rarely 
address how housing choices may or may not change when migrants, whether youth or older 
adults, move from their home country to the host country.  
Methodology 
Case study context  
This study was set in Brisbane, the capital of the state of Queensland in eastern Australia, and 
the third largest city in the continent in terms of population. Brisbane contains about one 
million inhabitants in the inner city and more than two million in the metropolitan area. Until 
recently, the local population was growing faster than any in any other Australian region – a 
phenomenon that has driven up housing prices as supply has not kept up with demand.  
Since the mid-1970s, and particularly from the 1980s, as other Australian cities, Brisbane has 
experienced large-scale Asian migration, especially Chinese migration (Collins 1995). By 
2016, more than one third of Brisbane’s population was born overseas, with 10% from East 
and Southeast Asian countries (Table 1). In combination, East and Southeast Asian Australians 
form the largest ethnic minority group in Brisbane. Their share here is slightly higher than in 
Australia overall (7%; ABS 2016). In 2016, the Census indicated that the southern and western 
suburbs, as well as the inner-city neighbourhoods, are home to most of the permanent Asian 
population.  
In addition to permanent migrants, large numbers of international students from Asia attend 
local universities, higher education services being one of Australia’s leading exports, as noted. 
The three major universities in Brisbane are the University of Queensland (50,000 students), 
Queensland University of Technology (45,000 students), and Griffith University (43,000 
students). The first two are located centrally whereas the third is located about 12 km south of 
the inner city.  
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The University of Queensland serves 12,500 international students, of whom 5,203 come from 
Northeast Asia and 3,397 come from Southeast Asia (University of Queensland 2015). 
Similarly, Queensland University of Technology has a large number of international, especially 
Asian, students enrolled: 7,000 (Queensland University of Technology 2014). Lastly, Griffith 
University has more than 9,000 international students, again mostly Asian (Australian 
Government 2014). As noted, none of these universities offers student housing or dormitories, 
and students need to find community-based accommodations since their early days in the 
recipient country. Thus they are likely to form residential location preferences early on.  
Conceptualization  
A number of theories have been developed to explain residential location preferences, 
including (a) residential location choice theory, (b) residential relocation theory, (c) residential 
satisfaction theory, and (d) residential dissonance theory. However, these theories are focused 
solely on decision-making as it relates to a single sector: housing. The authors believe that all-
encompassing theory that applies to human decision-making processes in multiple areas of life 
is needed for this type of research, which sits at the intersection of migration, youth, and 
housing studies.  
Therefore, the study was conceptualized through the lens of the Theory of Planned Behaviour 
or TPB (Fig. 1), a model developed by Ajzen (1991). While this model is more often applied 
to quantitative studies, it has also been employed to study residential locational preferences 
through qualitative data (see, for example, Willing and Pojani 2017). According to TPB, the 
likelihood of a particular behaviour being performed or choice being made (e.g. purchasing a 
house in the suburbs) is highly dependent on an individual’s intention to perform the behaviour. 
In turn, the intention to perform the behaviour can be accurately predicted by three independent 
concepts: (a) beliefs about the likely consequences of the behaviour (behavioural beliefs), (b) 
beliefs about the expectations of others (normative beliefs), and (c) beliefs about the presence 
of factors that may further or hinder the performance of the behaviour (control beliefs). 
In the context of residential locational preferences, “behavioural beliefs” include perceptions 
that compact urban environments and multi-family settings are crowded, congested, vibrant, 
noisy, unsafe, edgy, fun, etc. Conversely, suburban settings might be perceived as family-
friendly, peaceful, private, safe, community-oriented, car-oriented, isolating, uninteresting, 
greener, and the like. “Normative beliefs” include concerns about the expectations of others 
and impression management. For example, an upwardly mobile family might believe that a 
home in a suburb, with a backyard, a swimming pool, and a two-car garage is expected in order 
to achieve a high social status. In the case of migrants, living in an ethnic neighbourhood might 
be a social expectation. Conversely, someone who views herself as an “urbanite” or 
“environmentalist” might chose an apartment or neo-traditional neighbourhood in order to live 
up to that image. “Control beliefs” have to do with perceived homeownership options. For 
example, a person might be convinced, without having researched the real estate market, that 
there are no alternative living options suitable for him at a particular stage in life. The individual 
might believe that alternative housing types are unaffordable or otherwise difficult, or that 
one’s spouse will not agree to it, or one’s children will not have access to adequate schools in 
another location.  
The Theory of Planned Behaviour views human social behaviour as reasoned – although 
people’s beliefs might be unfounded or biased. As a general rule, the stronger the intention to 
engage in a behaviour, the more likely is its performance. But the behaviour is only performed 
if, in addition to having the right motivation or intention, an individual has actual control over 
the behaviour. Actual control depends on an individual’s ability to decide at will whether to 
perform or not the behaviour and on his/her opportunity and resources - such as, money, skills, 
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cooperation of others, etc. As long as the configuration of beliefs, actual control, and other 
factors remains stable over time, there is no reason for the behaviour to change (i.e. past 
behaviour will be the best predictor of future behaviour). The introduction of new information 
or another type of disruption (e.g., a trip abroad to a different residential setting or retirement 
from work) can break past patterns and lead people to change their usual behaviour - e.g., move 
from a low-density suburb to a more compact urban area (Ajzen 1991).  
The interviews for this study were structured around the Theory of Planned Behaviour.  
Data and analysis  
This study is based on 28 face-to-face semi-structured interviews with East and Southeast 
Asian youth who lived in dense, high-rise settings in their home countries and moved to 
Australia to attend one of the three major universities in Brisbane. A random sample of 
participants could not be collected in this case because local universities cannot share their 
international student database with researchers or disclose any information contained therein 
due to privacy laws. The study participants were volunteers who were recruited in a variety of 
ways (flyers distributed in university campuses, emails sent to the international houses of the 
universities, emails sent to the international student body by the universities’ administration, 
as well as word-of-mouth advertising of the project). No incentives were offered for 
participation. Based on accepted standards for qualitative studies, a sample of 28 participants 
was deemed sufficient (Dunn 2005). All participants were between 18 and 30 years old, and 
had completed at least one year of study in Brisbane. Students with stronger intentions to stay 
in Australia after graduation were sought. Participants had formerly lived in high-density 
environments and are now spread around Brisbane (they do not necessarily live next to their 
university campus). Interviews lasted approximately 30-45 minutes. Each interview was 
conducted in English, voice recorded, and later transcribed. The analysis followed a standard 
iterative approach employed for qualitative data. It was based on grounded theory, an inductive 
method where the main themes are derived directly from the data rather than a priory (Dunn 
2005).  
Findings  
The authors’ analysis and interpretation reveals that nearly all interviewees fall into two broad 
categories: youth migrants are either “accepting” (68%) or “resisting” (32%) their current 
housing environment and lifestyle (Fig. 2). (Virtually none of the respondents feels “neutral” 
about these topics, and there are no pronounced gender-based differences in the responses.) 
Within the two broad categories, several sub-themes are evident (i.e., factors which influence 
why youth migrants are “accepting” or “resisting”). The same factors play out in different 
ways, leading to acceptance for some while bringing about resistance for others – along a 
continuum. A detailed discussion of the identified themes and sub-themes follows. No statistics 
are reported given the qualitative nature of the study.  
The themes or factors integrate well into the conceptual framework, as illustrated in Fig. 3. 
While the precise weight or load of each factor cannot be calculated in a qualitative study, 
designing this model is useful in that it can serve as a starting point for future studies based on 
quantitative survey data (e.g., studies employing Structural Equation Modelling).  
The findings and discussion are subject to a few caveats.  
First, as noted earlier, terms such as “acceptance” and “resistance” are simply used as 
descriptors. By no means do they imply a value judgment that “accepting” the local living 
environment is “positive” while “resisting” it is “negative.” In fact, as noted at the outset, the 
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authors are critical of the sprawling nature of Australian cities, and take the position that more 
vibrant, Asian-style, inner cities are desirable in this context.  
Second, people’s housing and location preferences are closely associated with their life-cycle, 
and all the participants in this study are university students. To many, being satisfied with their 
housing or neighbourhood is not the highest priority. Their main preoccupation is doing well 
in their studies. When asked whether they plan on moving, most indicate that they are content 
to remain in their current housing. Even the dissatisfied ones will consider moving only after 
the completion of their degree. Expressed housing preferences are projected into the future and 
therefore hypothetical. In a study including migrants with a wider age range and in different 
stations in life, the life cycle would likely play a major role in residential preferences.  
Third, as noted, crime was not a major factor influencing the respondents’ choice of suburb or 
their preferences and perceptions because Brisbane and much of East and Southeast Asia have 
low levels of crime. Most interviewees were entirely unconcerned about safety. However, 
safety might be a significant factor in other places, such as U.S. cities, and would need to be 
considered in a study set elsewhere.  
Fourth, the notions of “acceptance” and “resistance” are not binary. As expected, a continuum 
of experience is evident (see Gholamhosseini et al. 2018).  
Participants accepting the recipient city  
Familiarity and attachment 
While Brisbane is vastly different from the participant’s previous urban environments, some 
have become rather attached to the area in which they now live. The longer they have spent in 
Brisbane and the more familiar they are with their new living environment (in terms of 
amenities, transport and recreational opportunities, and neighbours), the more accepting or 
attached they appear to be. This is especially the case when participants live near others with 
the same ethnic background and have never moved since their arrival. Some are already 
showing a preference for a low-density urban environment. This preference has developed over 
time. Often interviewees have gone through a (sometimes painful) process of attitude change.  
However, familiarity with the neighbourhood does not always translate into attachment. In a 
number of cases, people who do not particularly like low-density suburban environments are 
still quite familiar with their neighbourhood and enjoy some aspects of it. They express feeling 
“at home” or acknowledge that their new neighbourhood is “growing on them” despite it being 
very different from where they grew up.  
Amenities and accessibility 
Participants who have fully accepted Brisbane and its lifestyle are most often located in the 
inner city. Nearly all the interviewees view amenities and accessibility (to school, work, shops, 
transport stops, pubs, parks, and hospitals) as the most influential and important aspect of their 
housing and lifestyle choice, even more so than affordability and safety (see later). Many have 
chosen their particular residential location because surrounding public amenities are readily 
available and easily accessible. They wanted to live in a place that is “close to everything” and 
it is mostly housing in inner city suburbs which fulfils that requirement. Because Brisbane’s 
jobs are concentrated in the CBD, some respondents indicate that before starting their career 
they would like to move closer to the inner city for better access to workplaces. Other 
interviewees have chosen their suburb driven by the features of the dwelling itself and its 
suitability for them at this stage in life. Culturally, it appears that the interviews prefer newer 
types of dwellings rather than characteristic Queenslander homes, which are popular among 
Australians and are mostly found in older inner-city neighbourhoods.  
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Cost of living  
Many participants identify the affordability associated with suburbia as a driving force behind 
their acceptance of low density living. In this respect, youth migrants do not differ much from 
locals (see Kelly et al. 2011). While “urban sprawl” is mentioned by some participants, it does 
not appear to be a major concern. This is likely because many participants seem to be unaware 
of the anti-sprawl discourse that prevails among progressive circles in Australia (e.g., Gordon 
et al. 2015; Davison 1997). As respondents originate from compact, high-density, and 
congested urban environments, which have little green space and/or are heavily polluted, many 
perceive suburban living in proximity to nature as a being beneficial to health and the 
environment. For some, being able to afford to drive a personal car and live in spacious housing 
within easy access of parkland are among the major amenities that have attracted them to 
Brisbane in the first place. The adverse effects of sprawl on the social, economic, and 
environmental structure of Brisbane are largely overlooked or disregarded by this group.  
Community and isolation  
Views on which types of residential environments afford a better “sense of community” vary 
substantially. Some respondents among the “accepting,” especially those who presently live in 
low-density environments, report that community is easier to build in suburbs that are far from 
the city. The rationale is that suburbanites are more community-oriented by nature, and by 
virtue of being fewer, more stable (i.e., owners rather than renters), and socially similar to one 
another, they can become more closely associated. Also, the suburban built environment offers 
more opportunities for social interaction as there are more parks and open spaces.  
However, this perspective might simply have to do with the “sunk cost” effect: interviewees 
providing explanations justifying a residential choice that they have already made and which 
cannot be very easily retracted. Notably, very similar responses might be expected from the 
locals, for whom suburban living is the norm (see Willing and Pojani 2017). Some respondents 
who currently live closer to the city also share these views. Looking into the future, they 
indicate that, when they are ready to start a family, a low-density suburban lifestyle would be 
advantageous. They comment that single-family homes with gardens provide children with 
recreational space and suburbs tend to generate more opportunities for social interaction and 
forming friendships.  
Research does not uphold this view. Some studies have found that urban fragmentation and the 
long commutes associated with low-density leave people time-poor thus suppressing the 
community-based social interaction potential (Farber and Li 2013; Freeman 2001). Other 
studies have found that alternative urban environments, such as New Urbanist neighbourhoods 
in the United States for example, do not boast a greater sense of community either (Talen 1999; 
Audirac 1999). But still other studies have even found that high densities have a negative 
relationship with social interaction (Brueckner and Largey 2008). While the role of building or 
sustaining a “community” appears to be important in choosing the location of one’s home, 
these mixed reports demonstrate the difficulty of defining this concept.  
Participants resisting the recipient city 
Familiarity and attachment 
A lack of familiarity and attachment to their living environment weigh heavily on some 
respondents’ tendency to “resist” Brisbane. Participants in this group express a strong dislike 
for the low-density, sprawling nature of much of the city. Often they are unfamiliar with the 
available services or amenities in their surroundings, or perceive them to be less accessible than 
they actually are (i.e., they are unaware that transit stops or supermarkets might be located 
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nearby). In many cases, this dissatisfaction is reflected in the respondent’s desire to move away 
from their current neighbourhood or house. Other alternatives, such as purchasing a car, are 
not considered among this group.  
Some respondents who have lived in suburban environments for a while and have become 
familiar with their area over time and friendly with a few neighbours, still find the location 
inconvenient and undesirable. They lack the level of connection that might foster an attitude 
change in living preference. Differences between their city of origin and their current Brisbane 
suburb in terms of culture, lifestyle, housing types, and urban form are often cited as reasons 
for resistance among these respondents. While they “know” their suburb, they feel anonymous, 
excluded, or lonely in it, or just prefer a more urban environment. Other research focused on 
female Middle Eastern migrants in Brisbane has revealed a similar sentiment among 
participants (Gholamhosseini et al. 2018).  
Amenities and accessibility 
Participants who are seemingly resisting the local living environment lack access to the 
amenities that they require to sustain their desired lifestyle. Often this is not just a matter of 
perception or lack of knowledge. Outside the inner city, Brisbane offers few opportunities for 
cultural activities and nightlife entertainment which might appeal to young people – both local 
and international. Some respondents spend hours commuting by bus to their university campus 
or part-time job, and their commutes often involve a few transfers. Many are willing to trade 
off more spacious and cheaper suburban housing for cramped and more expensive but more 
accessible urban apartments (which would also mitigate the high commuting costs).  
However, respondents living in the inner city also complain about the lack of vibrancy and 
street life. While Brisbane inner ring suburbs are pleasant and convenient by Australian 
standards, they do not compare in terms of liveliness with Asian and Southeast Asian cities. A 
severe lack of train and bus services outside the inner city is often cited as a deterrent to this 
group of respondents. While this is a problem for local residents as well as international 
students, the attitudes of the latter need to be put in perspective. As students, the interviewees 
have limited financial resources that preclude car ownership. Moreover, some of them come 
from places which have world class transit systems (e.g., Singapore, Hong Kong, and some 
cities in mainland China), and a fine-grained built tissue with shops and services available 
throughout the city. Therefore, a lack of pedestrian and public transport access is perceived 
more strongly by this group of interviewees.  
Cost of living 
Some respondents, especially those coming from lower-income countries in Southeast Asia, 
find Brisbane unaffordable in terms of rental housing prices and transport costs. A lack of 
affordability is increasingly voiced by local residents as well, as noted. While housing prices 
are higher in the inner city, suburban housing is not inexpensive either and both purchase and 
rental prices have more than doubled in the last few decades (only partly due to inflation).  
These concerns are exacerbated by the large area and spread out nature of the city, which affects 
trip distances and transport costs. Some respondents feel that their mobility is heavily curtailed 
due to the high price of bus and train tickets. They have to forgo recreational or shopping trips 
on the weekend (e.g., from their suburb to the city centre) in order to save enough money to 
cover the cost of their commute to campus. Students in this group are struggling to come to 
terms with their situation. Financial constraints negatively impact how individuals view their 
current house or suburb, or the recipient country in general, and detract from their enjoyment 
of the student experience. The strains imposed by the built environment and high living cost 
lead some students to return (or want to return) to their home countries.  
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Community and isolation 
A substantial portion of the respondents perceive spread out suburban housing and lifestyle as 
isolating and boring. They comment that chances for social interaction are much higher in 
apartment buildings where people live in closer physical proximity to their neighbours and 
share more common areas, such as lobbies and elevators. Research conducted in high density 
non-Western settings, including Asian cities, confirms this view. Here residents have active 
relations with their neighbours and a good portion have a strong attachment to their 
neighbourhood. A relatively homogeneous composition, the continuing importance of family 
networks, and a relatively low unemployment rate all act in favour of elevated levels of 
neighbourliness in these settings (see Ginsberg and Churchman 1985 for Israel; Forrest et al. 
2002 for Hong Kong; Eng 2009 for Singapore; Pojani and Buka for Albania).  
In addition, among “resisting” participants, a lack of cultural, social, and entertainment 
activities in suburbia (i.e., shows, bars, and restaurants) significantly outweighs the advantages 
of having more open and recreational space available. In the case of youth migrants, an isolated 
life in the suburbs is seen as particularly detrimental because it limits the opportunities to 
practice English and to immerse themselves in the local culture. Looking further into the future, 
most study participants believe that a suburban lifestyle has negative consequences for the 
elderly as it isolates them and forces them into dependency on others or on paid services (such 
as taxis). These finding are supported by the literature. While Western-based studies maintain 
that isolation, anonymity, and social exclusion are much more prevalent in high-rise urban 
settings (which in the west are often associated with poverty and social housing), studies based 
in Asia suggests that high-rise built form does not prevent residents from interacting and 
forming close bonds with neighbours, as noted (see Eng 2009; Ginsberg and Churchman 1985; 
Forest et al. 2002).  
Conclusion 
The overarching purpose of this study was to determine if, and how, the urban living 
preferences of East and Southeast Asian students change when moving from the compact high-
density urban environments in their home countries to the low-density sprawling urban form 
of Australian cities. The conceptual framework provided by the Theory of Planned Behaviour 
proved suitable in guiding the study and determining how the behavioural, normative, and 
control beliefs drive the intentions and behaviours of youth migrants in terms of housing. 
Participants’ control beliefs were found to be more influential than attitudes (behavioural 
beliefs) and social norms (normative beliefs) in determining planned and actual housing 
behaviour.  
The study revealed that the majority of international students are accepting their new living 
environment. Some have even come to prefer a low-density lifestyle and associated positive 
features (such as, higher affordability, privacy, open space, and peacefulness). Interestingly, 
gender and clustering (the need to locate in proximity of neighbours sharing the same ethnic 
background) did not emerge in a major way. While these findings are positive in terms of the 
personal adjustment and outcomes of international students in Australia, they raise concerns in 
terms of urban sustainability. The findings may indicate that, given the opportunity, most 
people find a suburban, car-oriented lifestyle desirable. If a low-density lifestyle is a majority 
preference, planning systems are challenged to reconcile it with sustainability concerns.  
However, a portion of international students is resisting the local low-density urban form. This 
type of “resistance” is desirable from a planning perspective in that it can lead to better 
sustainability outcomes in Australian inner cities. “Resisting” international students continue 
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to prefer compact high-density urban forms that are similar to their previous environments in 
Asian cities, and dislike the long commutes, spread out services, high transport costs, 
automobile dependence, quietness, and social isolation associated with a suburban lifestyle. 
Many in this group plan to move from their current suburban residence to the inner city, transfer 
to the liveliest Australian urban centres (Sydney and Melbourne), or return to their home 
country altogether. The latter outcomes would constitute a loss for Brisbane, as university 
graduates add value to the local society. But the fact that one portion of the Asian university 
students are interested in pursuing higher-density housing opportunities in the inner city lends 
hope to the prospect of further densification and revitalization of this area.  
Some of the findings in this study, such as adapting to the local housing choices, finding the 
lack of transit in suburban areas frustrating, and wanting to live close to amenities agree with 
other qualitative studies of different ethno-cultural groups - e.g., Filipinos or Ghanaians in 
Canadian cities (see Thomas 2013). This leads the authors to conclude that a variety of housing 
choice (e.g., dense and low-density, city centre and suburban, small and large units) is 
beneficial as it suits a wider range of households, both immigrants and non-immigrants. Other 
commentators support this conclusion (Kelly et al. 2011). But in Brisbane (and Australia in 
general), much more emphasis, funding, and policy support has gone into single-family 
suburban housing over denser, more compact types of housing with the end result that the more 
sustainable types (e.g., townhouses) are in high demand and unaffordable (Kelly et al. 2011). 
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Table 1. Foreign-born population in Brisbane (2016 Census).  
Country of birth Population  % of migrants  
New Zealand 40,688  3.6 
England  39,321 3.5 
China (exc. SARs and Taiwan) 32,119 2.8 
India 27,663 2.4 
Vietnam 13,906 1.2 
South Africa  11,857 1.0 
Philippines  11,259 1.0 
All others  129,599 less than 1% each 














(for both major themes) 
 
familiarity and attachment  
amenities and accessibility  
cost of living  
community and isolation  
 




















1 For data on Brisbane (city), see: https://mypolice.qld.gov.au/queensland-crime-statistics/. For data on 
Melbourne (local government area), see: https://www.crimestatistics.vic.gov.au/explore-crime-by-location  
2 This is based on Australian Bureau of Statistics data: 
http://www.abs.gov.au/AUSSTATS/abs@.nsf/Lookup/4102.0Main+Features20July+2013#p4  
                                                 
